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CrystalGel®

Rosco’s New Texturing Material

CrystalGel allows you to quickly and safely add texture to scenic pieces, props or costumes.

It can be applied by brush, roller or pastry tube and will adhere to both hard surfaces, such

as plexiglass and metal or soft surfaces such as muslin and velour. It dries clear and can then

be painted. You can add liquids, such as paint or fabric dye to it, or such solid materials as

glitter, sequins, gimp or even feathers. We show some applications here.

You can apply CrystalGel to a 2 x 4 with a tool as simple as
a plastic spoon. The material will hold an edge without
“melting.”

CrystalGel will adhere to a number of materials used in stage-
craft. Some examples, shown here, are upholstery foam, poly-
styrene, pine, aluminum, ethafoam rod and steel.

Many scenic artists will use a cake decorating tool for applying
CrystalGel. Its shown here being applied to aluminum.

You can use a pastry tube to apply CrystalGel, specially when
using it as an adhesive for attaching beading. You can add
dye to CrystalGel to create decorative details. That is also
most easily accomplished with a pastry tube.

www.rosco.com

Stamford, CT: 800-ROSCO NY    
Hollywood, CA: 800-ROSCO LA
Also in:Toronto, London, Madrid, São Paulo 
and Sydney

Samples of CrystalGel are available. Call any Rosco office or send a request via email to: paint@rosco.com
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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

It’s Hard To Believe . . . 
. . . that this is the beginning of the 4th year of Th e 
Painter’s Journal.  Each year we keep growing and Painter’s Journal.  Each year we keep growing and Painter’s Journal
this year is no exception.  We have 20% more sub-
scribers than at this time last year.  Th is is the second 
year that we have color on every single page of the 
magazine.  All of this is accomplished by your sup-
port as subscribers and I thank you for your help.

 I have fi nally made good on my promise to up-
grade the website.  Finally you can order back issues 
and subscriptions online at www.paintersjournal.
com.  Th ere are more pictures on the site and now 
that I have the ball rolling I will be making regular 
updates to the site to make it more of a resource.  I 
am planning on creating a page for employers to 
list their job openings for scenic artists.  To make 
the site more useful I am taking the bibliographies 
that were listed in previous issues of Th e Painter’s 
Journal  and making them available on the website.   Journal  and making them available on the website.   Journal
If anyone wants to add to this just contact me, and 
we can add your bibliography to the site.  I am cur-
rently working on the Web Links page as well and 
am adding more links to scenic studios, suppliers, 
and schools to the page.

 We have four great articles this issue.  First time 
writer Roberto Gallo, Scenic Charge at Th e Hun-
tington Th eatre, wrote a great article about using 
spray guns in scenic art, with many photos and il-
lustrations.  Cliff  Simon returns to tell us about one 
of the new summer scenic art programs at Cobalt 
Studios.  Ken Scar tells us about his transition from 
scenic art in theatre to scenic art for television.  Fi-
nally Dr. Randall W. A. Davidson (Dr. Doom) has 
written an article discussing the potential pitfalls of 
hiring an assistant yourself.

 As always we are looking for new writers or 
ideas for articles.  If you would like to write some-
thing or have an idea for an article please contact us 
and we will help you get started.  You can check out 
the website for some guideline for writing articles.  
Just look at the left sidebar for “Submissions.”

 I hope you enjoy this issue.  Look for your 
next issue in mid-December.

Th ank you,

Anthony R. Phelps
Executive Editor
Th e Painter’s Journal
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Cobalt Studios Teacher’s Training 
for Scenic Painting

By Cliff  Simon, University of Alabama at Birmingham

In all good conscience, as I am about to write about Co-
balt Studios Teacher’s Training sessions, I have to begin with a 
short history of the Catskills, since anyone fortunate enough 
to study at Cobalt would be hard pressed to deny the beauty 
of their surroundings.

 Geologically speaking, the Catskills began as a river delta 
350 million years ago. A meteor at one point struck the area, 
and then 100 million years later it was gradually reformed 
into a high plateau which was carved into mountains by the 
eroding movement of streams. Th en the Ice Age covered ev-
erything (just like in the movie), which when melted, left 
lakes and rivers which today evoke gasps and sighs of approval 
from us humans. A short time later, a woman named Rachel 
Keebler bought a farm and some paint.

 It took me a couple of years to sign up for a class at 
Cobalt because for some reason I thought that I either wasn’t 
good enough (but that’s another story) or that it was geared 
to mainstream scenic artists. I love to paint and do so well 
enough, but I am not an actual scenic, nor do I have aspira-
tions to become one. I believed there wasn’t a niche for me 
there, though, in truth, there is a place for anyone who wants 
to learn, thanks to the professional and nurturing world that 
Rachel has created.

 So I went. I fl ew into NYC and cabbed over to the Port 
Authority and caught my bus to Monticello, near where my 
family had taken me as a kid to our summer vacations at Rot-
koff ’s Bungalow Colony (where I fi rst put on a dress . . . but 
that’s another story as well). I was supposed to get picked up 
at the bus station, but there was a miscommunication, and no 
one from Cobalt was there. I went up to a woman and asked, 
“Are you from Cobalt Studios?” and she answered, “No, but 
I wish I was.” She turned out to be a local potter, a friend of 
Rachel’s (everyone up there is) and off ered to drive me to the 
studios.

 I will allow the pictures to give you some idea of the 
incredible surroundings, but will reiterate that as artists, de-
signers, humans, there is no way to not be aff ected on a deep 
level by the natural beauty of the area unless you’re dead. Th e 
farmhouse where you will be staying in was built, I am told, in 
the mid 1800’s, and is so comfortable and charming you will  
fi nd it diffi  cult to leave each morning to go and paint. 

Th e Farmhouse   

Th e path to the studio.

 I am not one for camaraderie, being naturally shy, but 
there was a bonding with the fi ve of us who took the class and 
our two lovely and talented (this sounds like a Miss America 
intro) teachers, Susan Crabtree and Pam Knauert Lavarnway. 
Susan, of course, along with Peter Beudert, wrote Scenic Art 
For Th e Th eatre, and Pam well could have. If you don’t have 
the 2nd Edition of the book, you should get it ASAP.

 I took this class to learn how to teach scene painting 
to my undergraduate classes more eff ectively, but of course, 
any time spent at Cobalt will make you a better painter and 
that alone is worth the price of admission. And in the capable 
and wonderful hands of Susan and Pam, we were led through 
fi ve days of eye opening, clarifying and organized methods of 
painting and teaching. My students have no idea what they 
are in for, and I mean that in the best possible way. I am com-
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pletely restructuring my class and am as excited as a kid in a 
candy store. 

Th e time spent at Cobalt was divided into 4 activities:
1. Lecture and demos
2. Preparing drops and laying out
3. Painting
4. Eating

 Let me start with eating. Part of the ritual at Cobalt that 
makes the place work so well, is its insistence on a demanding 
work ethic intermingled with a folksy laid back joie de vivre. 
Rachel has the system set up so that a diff erent person is as-
signed to make dinner for the masses each night, often with 
friends dropping by (just like in a Bon Appetit article). Th e Bon Appetit article). Th e Bon Appetit
painter/chef gives Rachel a shopping list in the morning and 
towards the end of the day’s painting, the enormous country 
kitchen is stocked with ingredients ready to be cooked. As we 
designers and painters tend to be overachievers, the dinners 
are entirely wonderful.  Gluttonous almost.

 Over the course of the week Susan and Pam casually 
lectured on a number of relevant topics; color theory, draw-
ing, cartooning, unusual scenic tools and methods of under-
standing light and shape. Susan, in her book (page 323), de-
veloped a wonderful exercise that she calls Pissarro Shapes, 
based on the theories of French post-Impressionist Camille 
Pissarro. Mirroring that section, you are walked through what 
she considers the “basic system of painting trompe l’oeil.” She 
demoed this at Cobalt and we spent the good part of a day 
drawing and painting our own projects. It looked easy and 
pristine when she showed us the step-by-step. It was far more 
diffi  cult and not so clean when we did it. Th is was instruc-
tive. Much of the week that was really helpful had to do with 
humility. I can often forget, when I show a student how to 
paint something, that it’s going to take some time and work 
for them to get to a higher level. Th is week at Cobalt, with 
myself as student, and Susan and Pam as teachers, that reality 
hit home, and I will take that feeling with me when I go back 
into class this fall. Ohmmmm.

 Pissarro said that if you can master the chiaroscuro 
painting of form through highlight and lowlight on the four 
basic 3-dimensional shapes (cube, sphere, open cylinder and 
pyramid), then you can model any form based on the same 
principles. And so, the way our workshop was structured, and 
as suggested, so should our classes  be, is that you learn the 
idea of chiaroscuro through this exercise, and then go on to 
apply it to moldings, faces, dogs, coff ee cups, everything.

       

Susan painting the Pissarro Shapes

EDUCATION & TRAINING
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 Pam showed us a variety of wood and marble tech-
niques, while discussing the diff erent types of glaze mediums 
and why some might be more useful than others. I have often 
used Minwax and tinted it with paint, but for her taste it 
dries too quickly. She also said that when she has her students 
get research (they need 6 examples of wood), that half must 
be from books or personal photos. All of the research, as the 
semester goes on, is assembled into a morgue, with photos 
placed into plastic sleeves. She suggested having the students 
do a painted sample of wood NOT using research, so they can 
see the diff erence. 

Pam’s legs with her wood graining buckets
  
 Every so often, as we were in class, Rachel would walk 
by on the way to the drop she was painting for John Conklin’s 
show at Glimmerglass. As she passed, when the mood hit, 
she would off er some piece of information that undoubtedly 
would be useful.

 For instance, she told us that all of the fl oors at Cobalt 
Studios are covered with 4 x 8 sheets of Celotex Insulation 
Board. Th ey are simply laid down, not attached in any man-
ner. Th ey are a perfect surface to staple a drop or smaller piece 
of muslin into. Th en, because the board is softish (like ho-
mosote—but don’t use that we were told), when you pick the 
drop up it is not a battle to remove the staples. 
  
 I noticed as I walked around the paint shop that there
were very few 1-gallon metal paint cans. I myself have suff ered

much trying to clean or have my students attempt to return 
those old paint cans to their original glory, but it rarely works. 
Once they’re opened, the covers never really fi t well enough 
again, and I always think there’s something wrong with how 
I clean or handle them. We had a Scene Shop Supervisor at 
school (UAB) last year who insisted on the method of pierc-
ing the top surface of the paint can once opened so the paint 
would drip magically through those holes preventing any 
buildup of gunk around the rim. It may be a very manly thing 
to do, powerfully hammering the adze into the can, and I’m 
sure it made him happy, but there was never enough payoff . 
Th ere is no way that Off  Broadway Raw Umber, which is as 
thick as the lava coming down from Vesuvius, is going to drip 
through that little hole. So at Cobalt  I saw an armada of 
great white plastic pails with lids and handles that Rachel told 
us were gotten from US Plastics and cost, including lid, less 
than $1.50 for a half gallon pail. Th is is far better than the 
$2.50 price tag at Home Depot and Lowes for a lesser quality 
item, no handle, and covers that don’t fi t. When I got back 
to Birmingham from the workshop, I threw out 90% of the 
cans I had tried cleaning since 1950, and ordered 200 white 
plastic pails!

White Buckets from USplastics.com, Item #81094

 Another Rachelism is to make lining sticks out of 
molding, and then to gaff  tape the lining edge, so that when 
it gets gunky with use, you can peel off  the tape and retape it 
and have a perfectly clean edge again. And you’ll notice the 
tops of the sticks at Cobalt are shaped like a Moroccan arch so 
that they’re easy to hold. 

EDUCATION & TRAINING
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 Susan and Pam talked about teaching drawing and 
painting to students and lessening their levels of intimidation 
by passing on some valuable information, which I now impart 
(in part) to you. 

1. Figure drawing is the best practice.

2. Teach basic proportions of the body and face.

3. Grid drawing is a great way to give them security with  
 negative space and curves.

4. When they cartoon using a grid, urge them to go be- 
 yond the square, letting it fl ow.

5. Use the book Drawing on the Right Side of the   
 Brain.

6. Have them do some upside down drawings.

7. For each project, let there be a very specifi c objective,  
 as opposed to a new marble or wood technique. Th ink  
 of it more holistically, with one skill building upon an- 
 other. Our fi nal project that week was a compilation of 
 our various skills: wood, marble, perspective, cartoon 
 ing, etc. All the techniques we learned came in concert  
 together.

8. When laying out a drop with architecture, work from  
 large to small, from front to back, the face before the  
 eyebrow.

9. Do projects using perspective and urge them to try to  
 analyze perspective and even fi x a designer’s elevation if  
 it’s incorrect. In other words, get them to, errrr, think.

10. Do examples on muslin of each step of a project so  
 they can see the progression rather than simply the fi n- 
 ished product, which can be intimidating.

11. Get out the whip and make them work quickly.

 We were given a group project one morning to repro-
duce a paint elevation of a brick wall and overhanging trees 
on a 9’ x 18’ drop, with the stipulation that we could use any-
thing to paint with except brushes. We had to get this done 
quickly and the fi ve of us used rollers, sponges, stamps, wood 
blocks, hands and feet (well, not really) and did a reputable 
job. It was a wonderful project that got us in touch with our 
painting skills and control issues. But there were no injuries, 
and it provided a fi tting backdrop for our group picture.

  

From top left clockwise: Pam, Casey, Vanessa, Gregg, Susan,     
Rachel, Dave, and Cliff Rachel, Dave, and Cliff .Rachel, Dave, and Cliff 

 A fi nal word now about our fi nal project. As I said, this 
can be a roadmap for a several week project you do with your 
classes. It involves, in a very systematic way, preparing a drop, 
laying it out (drawing and cartooning, pouncing), utilizing 
texture techniques (marble, wood, foliage, drapery, metal) by 
incorporating the Pissarro Shapes methodology, and of course, 
most importantly and implicit in everything we do, the ren-
dering of light. Th e payoff  of this, as we found out personally, 
is that instead of winding up with samples of wood or marble, 
you have a fi nished backdrop that you are really proud of. It is 
the culmination of a great learning experience. 

   

Cartooning the fi nal project.

EDUCATION & TRAINING
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 Our last night there we reminisced about our lives (well, 
our lives for the past 5 days). We wandered through Rachel’s 
gardens, pet the dog one last time, and talked about vein-
ing and mahogany, highlights and cut lines, pre-valve sprayers 
and animal glue: a romantic evening in the Catskills. I don’t 
know about you, but I am defi nitely going back.

 Cobalt off ers 3 diff erent Teacher Training sessions each 
summer, besides their other programs. You can get full infor-
mation on their website at: www.cobaltstudios.net

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 Cliff  Simon teaches design, scene painting and Photo-
shop rendering at the University of Alabama at Birmingham.  
He has discovered that the ways we learn best are through 
encouragement, work, information and inspiration. He tries 
to provide that for his students through their projects, and 
for himself by hanging around with severely talented people, 
which there is, fortunately, no lack of in our fi eld.

Showing the 
fi nal project 
step by step.
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TOOLS AND TECHNIQUES

SPRAY GUNS AND SCENIC ART
by Roberto Gallo, Huntington Th eatre Company

 Recently, the editor and publisher of this journal, An-
thony Phelps, was working with us at the Huntington Th eatre 
on a production of Love’s Labour’s Lost with scenic design by Love’s Labour’s Lost with scenic design by Love’s Labour’s Lost
Alexander Dodge.  At some point in the process, Anthony 
asked me if I would be interested in writing an article for Th e 
Painter’s Journal.  At the time, we were using spray guns rather Painter’s Journal.  At the time, we were using spray guns rather Painter’s Journal
heavily on the painting of the show.  I have been using spray 
guns for some time and since coming to the Huntington, we 
have started using spray guns on a regular basis.  I’ve noticed, 
however, that many of our over-hires and students at Bos-
ton University, where the Huntington is in residence, are not 
knowledgeable in their proper use.  It is with that premise that 
spray guns seemed like a good topic to write about.  

PNEUMATIC SPRAY GUN MODELS
 Th ere are many manufacturers and types of pneumatic 
spray guns, yet all are designed to perform the same function:  
air and paint are directed separately to an area where the paint 
is “atomized” and then sprayed onto the surface being paint-
ed.   Pneumatic air guns are classed according to three criteria:  
external or internal mix (where the air and paint are mixed), 
bleeder on non-bleeder (how the air is controlled), and suc-
tion feed or pressure feed (how the gun is fed with fl uid or 
paint).  At the Huntington, we use external-mix, non-bleeder, 
suction-feed guns almost exclusively, as do most theatres.  I 
will limit this article to these types of guns, as they are the 
most common type of pneumatic spray gun.

Left:  New Mexico 
Sunset

Top: Wine Glass

Both were painted with 
the use of spray guns at 
Cobalt Studios.
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 Whereas an internal-mix gun will mix the paint and air 
inside the internal-mix air cap, an external-mix gun atomizes 
the paint outside of the external-mix air cap.  (Fig.1)  

Fig. 1 – External-mix and internal-mix air caps.

 Th e benefi ts are that the atomization of the paint is much 
fi ner than the coarser internal-mix and the spray pattern can 
be controlled.  Th e nozzles also tend to last longer as there is 
little wear on them.  Th e down side is that external-mix guns 
require more pressure than their internal-mix cousins.  Th ere-
fore, the compressor to which the gun is attached must be ca-
pable of maintaining the CFM (Cubic Feet of air per Minute) 
recommended by the gun’s manufacturer at the required PSI 
(pounds of Pressure per Square Inch).  A compressor too small 
or incapable of maintaining the required CFM will deliver 
sporadic air pressure, will run constantly, and will eventually 
burn out prematurely.  Most paint shops draw air from the 
pneumatic lines of their respective scene shops, which are set 
up to operate pneumatic tools.  Th ese compressors are typi-
cally set to a PSI of about 125lbs.  Th is is much too great for 
a spray gun.  Quart-size cup spray guns operate best at about

60 lbs. PSI while ½ pint-size guns run best on about 40 lbs. 
PSI.  You will need an in-line regulator to reduce the pres-
sure down to the required level while allowing the carpen-
ters to have what they need.  We are fortunate enough at the 
Huntington to have a separate compressor for use in the paint 
shop that we still keep at 125 lbs. PSI and regulate the pres-
sure at the line.

 How the air is controlled is the diff erence between a 
bleeder type and non-bleeder type of gun.  Non-bleeder guns 
are equipped with air valves linked to the trigger that cut off  
the air when the trigger is released.  Bleeder guns allow the air 
to leak or “bleed’ to prevent the build up of pressure in the 
connecting hose.  Bleeder guns are typically used with small 
compressors that have no pressure control or regulation on 
the air line.

 How the paint is introduced into the mix distinguishes 
a suction-feed gun from a pressure-feed gun.  Th e external-
mix cap on a suction-feed gun draws the paint from the con-
tainer by suction. (Fig. 2) 

Fig. 2 – Suction-feed and pressure-feed air caps.
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 Th e air-control screw at the top of the gun regulates 
the amount of air delivered to the spreader horn holes of the 
air cap.  Adjusting this screw clockwise or counterclockwise 
will result in either a fan pattern or a round pattern.  A fan 
pattern allows for faster coverage, as the spray area is wider.  
Th is pattern will have a hot spot in the center with diff used 
areas to either side.  Th e overlap happens at these diff used 
areas.  An external-mix air cap allows you to adjust the direc-
tion of the fan by rotating the spreader horns.  Aligning the 
horns vertically across from each other results in a horizontal 
fan as the air emitted from the horn holes “squeezes” the paint 
from the top and bottom.  Aligning the horns horizontally 
results in a vertical fan.  Th is is important, as the gun should 
always be held upright and perpendicular to the surface being 
painted.  If your spray pass is horizontal, you should maintain 
a vertical fan pattern (horizontal horns) allowing you to over-
lap the resulting top and bottom diff usion areas.  For verti-
cal spray passes, you should maintain a horizontal fan pattern 
(vertical horns) and blend the resulting left and right diff usion 
areas.  A simple rule of thumb is:  vertical pass, vertical horns; 
horizontal pass, horizontal horns.

11
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An air intake/vent hole in the container lid prevents the 
build-up of a vacuum as paint is reduced in the cup.  Most 
spray problems occur when this hole becomes clogged.  Pres-
sure-feed guns operate by a build-up of air pressure, which 
forces the paint from the container into the gun.  (Th is is 
much the same principle as pump-up “Chapin” or “Hudson” 
sprayers.)

SPRAY GUN COMPONENTS
 Th e major parts of the gun body assembly are shown 
below.  (Fig. 3)

Fig. 3 – Cross-section of a spray gun.

 Th e air valve controls the air supply and is operated by 
the trigger.  An air-control screw not shown in this drawing, 
located next to the air-hose connection, allows for the fi ne-
tuning of how much air is supplied to the system.  Not all 
spray gun models will have this feature but better spray gun 
models will have this air-control screw and allow for much 
better control of the mix of paint and air, regardless of wheth-
er or not there is an in-line regulator on the air line set to the 
correct PSI.

A vertical spray pattern.
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Th e fl uid-control screw regulates how far the trigger and 
thus the needle can retract backwards when the trigger is de-
pressed, which in turn regulates the amount of fl uid entering 
the chamber.  Th e further the needle retracts, the greater the 
amount of paint allowed to enter the gun. When switching 
from a round pattern to a fan pattern, typically more paint will 
have to be introduced into the mix to maintain even coverage.  
And vice versa, the amount of paint should be decreased as the 
pattern is reduced from a fan to a more concentrated circle.

 A good mix and proper functioning of the gun require 
the operator to fi nesse all three of these controls (air, pattern, 
and fl uid controls) until the gun is literally “humming.”  Too 
much air will cause excessive overspray while too little air will 
cause sputtering.  Too much paint will cause runs and sags 
while not enough is like, well,… spraying with an empty can.  
With trial and error and a few hours practice, the humming I 
spoke of will become all too familiar and something any spray 
gun user will begin to recognize. 

 Th e viscosity of the fl uid or paint is also an important 
factor to consider.  Suction-feed guns will struggle with ma-
terial that is too thick.  It will become necessary to thin the 
paint with the appropriate thinner.

 Th e paint should be strained before fi lling the con-
tainer. Disposable funnels with attached fi lters are available at 
all paint stores, or a strainer bag and kitchen funnel work just 
as well.  Th e funnel method allows you to judge the viscosity 
of the paint by monitoring how quickly it runs through the 
fi lter or strainer.  If the paint runs through the fi lter like water, 
then it has been thinned too much.  If it is too thick to pass 
through the strainer, that is a good indication that it will be 
too thick for the gun to function properly.  Trial and error will 
familiarize you with the proper viscosity for the type of gun 
you are using.

Th e material containers are the ‘cups’ that hold the 
spray material.  Suction-feed cups are attached to the bottom 
of the gun while gravity-feed cups are attached directly to the 
top or side of the gun.  Gravity-feed guns usually require less 
pressure to operate as the fl uid is aided into the gun by gravity 
resulting in less overspray and fewer CFM at a lower PSI (typ-
ically 40lbs).  Th ese guns are sometimes called HVLP (high 
volume, low pressure) guns although not all gravity-feed guns 
are HVLP guns.  One of the benefi ts to a gravity-feed gun is 
that turning the pressure down to about 15lbs. PSI results in

MATERIALS USED  THINNER
Latex or acrylic emulsions Water
Shellac   Denatured alcohol
Lacquer   Lacquer thinner
Oil-based paints and varnishes Paint thinners or mineral  
    spirits

A round and a fan spray pattern demonstrated.

Straining the paint before putting it in the sprayer.
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the paint spattering.  Th is is a great way to spatter a drop on 
a vertical frame, for example, without aggravating your carpal 
tunnel syndrome.

SPRAY GUN OPERATION
 When the trigger of a spray gun is squeezed, compressed 
air is allowed to pass into the gun body to the spray head 
where it is blown out through small holes drilled in the air 
cap (external mix).  Th e force of the air striking the paint, as it 
simultaneously exits the fl uid tip, breaks the jet of paint into 
a spray.  Before starting to paint, it’s best to always check the 
adjustments and the operation of the gun on a piece of scrap 
material.  Keep the gun perpendicular to the surface to be 
painted and at a constant distance from the surface.  (Fig. 4)

 Part of the paint spray will evaporate if you are spray-
ing too far from the surface and will hit the surface nearly 
dry.  Start the stroke or pass before squeezing the trigger and 
release the trigger before completing the stroke.  Squeezing 
the trigger before starting the stroke and stopping the stroke 
before releasing the trigger will cause the paint to build up at 
the ends of the stroke, resulting in runs or sags.  Arching the 
stroke results in an uneven coat.  Apart from improper use, 
the chart on top of page 14 contains some of the more fre-

quent problems encountered when using spray guns and their 
remedies.

 Of course, as scenic artists, we seldom use materials 
and equipment in the ways manufacturers intend.  When do-
ing a sky drop, for example, we rarely want an even coat of 
paint when spraying clouds.  We are often asked to do things 
out of the norm with the materials with which we have to 
work.  However, knowing and recognizing the proper opera-
tion of spray guns will allow you to adjust and nuance the 
controls to your needs and essentially “bend the rules.”

SPRAY GUN CARE
 It is extremely important to thoroughly clean a spray 
gun after each use.  Most guns are very expensive and a few 
minutes of proper cleaning will prevent a more costly repair 
later.  Follow these steps to clean a gun.

1 -  Remove the container from the gun and empty it. 

2 – Hold a cloth over the air cap and pull the trigger.  Th is will 
evacuate any paint left in the gun.

Fig. 4 – Proper spray gun techniques.
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3 – Clean the container with the appropriate cleaner and refi ll 
the cup with fresh cleaner.

4 – Reattach the cup to the gun and spray the cleaner through 
the gun to clean out the passageways.  Repeat with fresh 
cleaner until all paint is evacuated from the passageways.

5 – Spray denatured alcohol through the gun to clear out any 
solvents and water from the passageways.  Th e alcohol will 
remove any stagnant water, which may rust the gun, and any 
solvents that may interfere with spraying water-based emul-
sions at a later date.  Th e alcohol evaporates quickly and leaves 
the gun ready for use.

 From time to time the spay gun should be completely 
dismantled and lubricated to ensure all gaskets and springs are 
functioning properly.

AIRLESS SPRAY GUNS
 Airless spray guns use hydraulic pressure generated by 
a piston pump rather than air pressure.  Atomization occurs 
when the paint is forced through an orifi ce at the tip at a 
pressure of up to 3000lbs. PSI.  Airless spray painting allows

TROUBLES   POSSIBLE CAUSES   REMEDIES  
Air leaks from front of gun Foreign matter on valve seat  Clean
    Worn/damaged valve seat   Replace
    Sticking valve stem   Lubricate
    Bent valve stem    Replace
    Loose packing nut    Adjust
  
Fluid leaks from front of gun Worn/damaged fl uid tip/needle  Replace
    Foreign matter in fl uid tip   Clean
    Packing nut too tight   Adjust
    Wrong size needle    Replace
  
Jerky or fl uttering spray  Insuffi  cient material in container  Refi ll
    Tipping container to excessive angle  Take greater care
    Obstructed fl uid passageway  Clean
    Loose/cracked fl uid tube   Tighten/replace
    Loose fl uid tip    Tighten/replace
    Damaged tip seat    Tighten/replace
    Material too heavy   Dilute
    Clogged air vent in container lid  Clean
    Loose/damaged coupling nut/cup lid  Tighten/replace
    Fluid tube resting on bottom  Use proper fl uid tube
  
Defective spray pattern  Air cap horns holes partially plugged  Clean
    Dirt on air cap/fl uid nozzle   Clean

MATERIALS USED  CLEANERS
Latex or acrylic emulsions Water
Shellac   Denatured alcohol
Lacquer   Lacquer thinner
Oil-based paints and varnishes Paint thinners or mineral  
    spirits
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 you to spray materials with a higher viscosity than pneumatic 
sprayers, where the materials often need to be thinned.  How-
ever, because of the increased pressures in an airless spray gun, 
it is important that whoever is operating the gun be prop-
erly instructed in its use.  Although safety features designed 
to minimize danger have been built in, injuries have occurred 
from careless use of the equipment.  Before a spray tip is re-
moved or adjusted, or when you are fi nished spraying for a 
period of time, turn the sprayer “OFF” and bleed the line 
pressure by depressing the trigger.  You should be completely 
familiar with the peculiarities of the model you own by read-
ing and understanding the owner’s manual.

 At the Huntington, we use our airless sprayer almost 
exclusively for back painting.  Twice a week at the end of the 
workday, all the scenery that is ready for back painting (a gray 
mix of left-over show paints and fl ame retardant) is laid out 
on the paint deck and sprayed.  Th e airless is an extremely 
quick and effi  cient way of completing this laborious and bor-
ing work.  Th e scenery is then left to dry overnight.

CONCLUSION
 Spray guns can be a wonderful addition to the weapons 
of any scenic artist’s war chest.  Many scenics are intimidated 
by or unhappy with them but that is only because they are un-
familiar with the proper use of the equipment.  For example, 
hard edges are achieved by using paint shields that can be as 
varied as painter’s tape to handheld enlargements of French 
curves cut from matte board.  Without these shields, or mask-
ing of some sort, your sky drop, landscape, portrait, or what-
ever you are spraying, will look like it is “out-of-focus.”  Of 
course, that may be your desired eff ect.  One of the few draw-
backs is the inevitability of airborne material from spraying.  I 
cannot stress enough therefore the importance of using an or-
ganic vapor respirator (or at least a dusk mask for water-based 
emulsions) and of having proper ventilation while spraying.  
Spray guns can be an extremely effi  cient and timesaving tool 
for painting virtually any piece of scenery.  But those benefi ts 
do not outweigh the risks of using these guns improperly or 
of not taking the proper safety precautions.  Th e limitations 
of the spray gun are literally only confi ned by the imagina-
tion.  And imagination is something most scenic artists have 
in abundance.

All illustrations in this article were created by Andrea Tsurumi.
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Crossing Over
by Ken Scar

“Th e TV business is uglier than most things.  It is normally 
perceived as some kind of cruel and shallow money trench 
through the heart of the journalism industry, a long plastic 
hallway where thieves and pimps run free, and good men die 
like dogs, for no good reason.”

        – Hunter S. Th ompson, “Generation of Swine”

 I graduated from the University of Northern Colorado 
with two degrees; one in theatre and one in journalism.  I 
thought I was going to be an actor and a writer because I was 
young and my brain hadn’t fully developed then.

 Th rough a complicated series of events my theatre degree 
eventually did make use of itself – many years after I gradu-
ated - when I managed to get myself hired as a professional 
scenic artist at the Old Globe Th eatre in San Diego.  Th ere I 
had the great fortune of meeting and working with some of 
the greatest actors, designers and directors in the world. It 
wasn’t the stardom I had imagined, but I was a part of some-
thing great, and as long as I worked at the Old Globe I could 
call myself an artist, if not a star.

 I worked at the Old Globe for eight satisfying years.  In 
between all the hob-nobbing I actually got to create quite a 
bit of art.  Over the years there were things that pissed me off , 
as happens in any job, but for the most part I was very happy 
there.

 Unfortunately, while I was plugging away in my little 
utopia every day the cost of living in San Diego was rising 
like the tide in front of a hurricane.  One day my wife and I 
came to realize, quite inconveniently, that we were drowning 
in debt.  And she was pregnant.

 We fi led for bankruptcy, but that only kept us fl oating 
for a while. In time we grudgingly had to admit that I couldn’t 
work at the Old Globe for much longer. My Big Dream was 
fi nally wilting away for good.

 Around this time I got a call out of the clear blue sky 
from a man name Stuart Blatt.  He was the artistic director 
for Point Pleasant, a new television show on the FOX network Point Pleasant, a new television show on the FOX network Point Pleasant
– and he was off ering me his lead scenic artist position. When 
he mentioned the amount of money he would be willing to 
pay me I was terrifi ed because, for the sake of my new little 
baby boy, I knew I’d have to jump.

 I made the gut-wrenching decision to quit the Old 
Globe and give the fi lm business a try.

 My last set work at the Old Globe was for the world 
premier of Arthur Miller’s Resurrection Blues, one of his last 
works before he died. He was there in residence for most of 
the rehearsal process.  I had the opportunity to sit in the audi-
ence with him and watch as he held court over his budding 
production. I had the honor of introducing him to my wife 
and infant son.  For a few weeks I knew and was directly in-
spired by an icon and that’s the kind of thing that happens at 
a place like the Old Globe — the kind of thing that kept me 
there for eight years.

With Arthur Miller at the Old Globe

 Within the span of one week after leaving the Globe 
I was making three times the money working on a bad TV 
show than I had working with some of the most important 
artists in the history of American culture.  It was like being 
launched to another planet.  A cold, hard, profi table planet.
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  Point Pleasant was fi lmed entirely at Stu Segall Produc-Point Pleasant was fi lmed entirely at Stu Segall Produc-Point Pleasant
tions, a local fi lm studio that is San Diego’s very own chunk of 
the Hollywood mirage. Defi nitely more Roger Corman than 
Steven Spielberg, the stuff  that’s put to fi lm at Stu Segall Pro-
ductions ranges in quality from totally crappy to fairly good, 
but is consistently profi table, which is the quality that trumps 
all other qualities in the fi lm biz.  Past Stu Segall productions 
include syndicated TV fare such as Renegade, Silk Stalkings, 
Pensacola, Wings of Gold, Hunter, the short-lived but good In-
visible Man, over 30 made-for-television movies and feature 
fi lms like Bring it On.

 Th e fi rst time I walked the cracked asphalt road up to 
the metal warehouse that would be my base camp for the 
next nine months I realized how drastically my life had just 
changed.  Where the Old Globe sits at the center of one of our 
nation’s most beautiful city parks, this place was all pavement 
and chain-link fence.  While the atmosphere around Old 
Globe was warm and familial, this new place was cool and 
industrial.  Even the people around me were harsher, more 
indiff erent. I knew it right away. Th e guys building sets had 
the calloused look of those who are used to very long hours of 
hard labor,  and don’t consider anything they do “art.”

 It was all a little unsettling, but I breathed in deeply and 
accepted my new fate.  I was a factory worker now.

 As far as the work itself, it was not as diff erent as I 
thought it would be.  Being in the theatre scene for so long, 
I’d heard stories of how much harder it was to work on fi lm 
sets.  Th e camera can see so much more detail, I heard, so the 
sets have to be immaculate down to the last square inch.  You 
have to be able to create much subtler tones, more intricate 
designs, more realistic faux fi nishes, they said.

 Now that I’ve worked in both mediums I can say with 
certainty that theatre work is far and away the more artisti-
cally challenging of the two.  In theatre you’re consistently 
called on to do elaborate trompe l’oeil, epic murals and drops, 
awesome carvings, intricate decks . . . while fi lm work is often 
nothing more than glorifi ed house painting.

 Th eatre sets are also much more technically complicat-
ed, with huge set pieces sliding on and off  stage, fl ying in from 
above, even the stage itself often moves, revolves and shifts.

Film sets are almost always static, except for the occasional 
door that opens.

 Nevertheless, scenics in the fi lm business are expected 
to have the skills to take a cheap piece of wood and faux fi n-
ish it – fast – to look like anything a set designer can dream 
of: rich mahogany, royal tapestry, beautiful marble, weathered 
brick, centuries-old Italian plaster – you name it.  We’re also 
expected to be capable of mural and fi ne art painting across 
a stylistic spectrum that arcs from Cave Man to Renaissance 
Man to Burning Man.  However, most television sets are basic 
texture, paint, and distressing (or “aging”) jobs — stuff  that 
monkeys could do.

 “But talented monkeys,” my fellow scenic Rafael Acos-
ta likes to point out.

 Th e thing that makes fi lm work challenging is the pace 
at which you are expected to create.  You are often called upon 
to produce miracles on the spot, often while the directors, 
actors, sound guys, gaff ers, and seemingly everyone else who 
happened to be within a square mile of the camera, are all 
standing there waiting for you to get it done.

 It’s also physically and mentally strenuous because there 
are many millions of dollars at stake.  A typical TV show has 
twenty-two episodes to write, mount, fi lm, and put in the can 
in a nine-month span.  Th ere is a budget of many millions of 
dollars per week.  In comparison, a typical big-time Broadway 
musical can take six months to a year or more to go through 
its cycle and cost maybe one-tenth of that.

 During any given week on a TV production up to a 
dozen diff erent sets will be designed, constructed, prepped, 
textured, painted, faux fi nished and aged from the ground up, 
the scenes will be shot, and then they’re taken down to noth-
ing again so new sets can sprout in the same spot ASAP.

 Everything depends on where the writers take their 
characters to in the scripts.  Since scripts are more often than 
not delivered to the production offi  ces at the last minute, it 
can be very challenging to deliver the settings that are called 
for.  Everything, everything in the fi lm business is last-minute 
rush rush rush.  Th is is one of the fi rst things I learned.

RUMINATIONS
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 Th ere are no renderings, there’s hardly ever any reference 
material.  Th e scenic’s job is to decipher what the production 
designer is thinking when he says, “Make it a nice dark wood 
– but not too dark” or “Make this room look old, but not 
dirty” or “Make that wooden gate look like it belongs next to 
that stone cottage.”  Literally, the lead scenic on a TV produc-
tion has to learn to read what the designer and the art director 
are thinking.

 On Point Pleasant the writers were obviously not con-Point Pleasant the writers were obviously not con-Point Pleasant
cerned about money when it came to the locations they sent 
their characters to. Th ey wrote so many diff erent offi  ces, bed-
rooms, bars, businesses, churches and fancy houses into their 
scripts that we actually ran out of space in the fi ve huge ware-
houses we were occupying after a couple of months. Th at’s 
when we started building sets inside of other sets.  I remember 
vividly building a full-scale Greyhound bus station inside the 
local restaurant/bar set – in two days over what should have 
been our weekend. 

 Another dilemma I encountered was while painting on 
the set of the TV show Veronica Mars at the beginning of this Veronica Mars at the beginning of this Veronica Mars
last season.  Th e set for the Mars Investigations offi  ce, which 
is one of the primary sets used in the series, had a beautifully 
done wood plank fl oor during season one that the camera op-
erators and directors absolutely hated.  Why?  Because they 
made it out of ¼ inch lauan strips, routed on each edge, so 
when they pushed the dolly across it the camera would shake

every time the casters rolled over the cracks.  Th e director of 
photography could not stand that fl oor, so it was budgeted in 
to be fi xed for the second season. 

 Th e solution they came up with was to install a skin of 
plywood sheets over the original planking and have us faux an 
exact replica right over the top.  Th e designer was so enamored 
with the original fl oor, and so angry with the producers for 
making him cover it over, that he demanded we make our 
faux fl oor look exactly – and I mean exactly – the same as the 
original.  Fortunately, at the Old Globe I had a lot of experi-
ence painting fake parquet decks so I came up with just the 
right process to make it look perfect. My best trick was to 
paint in all the 2” planks, seal them with a gloss clear coat, 
and then paint in the cracks with a tinted fl at glaze.  It made 
it really look like the light was disappearing into the “cracks”.  
Th e greatest satisfaction is when the producers came in to in-
spect what we had done and had to bend down and feel the 
“planks” to see they were just painted.

 Th ere are a thousand things like that I could write 
about.  Th ere was the twenty-foot snow-covered Matterhorn 
we had to pull out of our asses in one day for a winter car-
nival scene, the linoleum sample that a designer absolutely 
demanded we re-create perfectly – on cheap plywood, paint-
ing in the rain, painting green grass on a softball fi eld to look 
brown and then painting it back again, and on and on. 

RUMINATIONS

Repainting the Veronica Mars Floor.
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 On Veronica Mars the main set is the high school where Veronica Mars the main set is the high school where Veronica Mars
at least half the action takes place.  On the walls of that high 
school hang banners that the “students” have painted to trum-
pet things like band practice, cheerleader tryouts, chess club   
. . . etc.  Every single week of the production we had to create 
all new banners to hang on those hallway walls.  It sounds fun, 
and it was for a few months, but it really got to be tedious.  
Th e hardest part was we couldn’t make them look too good, 
because they were supposedly created by high school students, 
but they couldn’t look too amateur because they were TV high 
schoolers.  I resorted to challenging myself to see what I could 
come up with in an hour or two.  It’s actually very diffi  cult to 
pull back the skills you’ve been cultivating all your life, and I 
was actually scolded several times because my banners looked 
“too pro.”

 On top of the studio work there is also a signifi cant 
amount of location shooting.  Location shooting presents a 
whole other range of challenges I’d never encountered in the-
atre.  If the production company rents someone’s house for an 
exterior shot, you might be called on to fabricate and match 
a brick wall or a fence, add a complementary gate or gazebo, 
tie in a break-away window or door for a stunt shot, or paint 
out a handicapped parking space to look like the bare asphalt. 
Th is is when your texture and color matching skills are tested 
to their limits.  Scenics are regularly asked to do the unimagi-
nable, depending on whatever whims the designer, producers 
or director have for the shot.  It can get ludicrous, let me tell 
you.

 In one instance, the production rented a house from 
a man who had just had a brand-new cement driveway in-
stalled.  It was an exterior shot and the designer didn’t like 
how new and clean the cement looked, it didn’t fi t with the 
scripted character who was supposedly inhabiting this place, 
so I was asked to tone it down.  Whatever product I used 
would have to be able to be washed away so the cement would 
look new again once fi lming was done.  I thought of using 
tempera paint, or using an HVLP to lay a very thin tinted 
water-based glaze across the whole thing, or using some kind 
of wax . . . I wracked my brain for twenty minutes trying to 
think of something and suddenly it hit me:  Why not use real 
dirt?  I wound up simply fi lling a 5-gallon bucket with water 
from the guy’s hose, mixing in a few handfuls of dirt from his 
garden, and then brushing that over the whole driveway.  It 
worked like a charm.  Th e driveway went from brand new to 
ten years old in the matter of hours, and when fi lming was 
done we just hosed it off .  Sometimes things get so frantic in 
TV that you lose sight of the simplest solutions.

 Actually, “frantic” barely even begins to describe it.  
Even with the freedom to bring in as many overhires as we 
needed, my partner Edee and I wound up working non-stop 
six to seven days a week, twelve to sixteen hours a day, for nine 
months on Point Pleasant.  It was brutal, man.  When it fi nally 
ended, we felt like we’d been on a tour of duty.

 Since I had uprooted my life to work on Point Pleas-
ant, I had nothing but the highest hopes for the fi nished prod-
uct.  It was created and produced by many of the same people 
who had done Buff y the Vampire Slayer and Buff y the Vampire Slayer and Buff y the Vampire Slayer Angel, two hugelyAngel, two hugelyAngel

RUMINATIONS

Th e Veronica Mars 
High School banners
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successful shows, so even the powers-that-be at FOX had the 
highest hopes for it.   Th ey scheduled us in the choicest time 
slot, following American Idol, and our pilot episode debuted American Idol, and our pilot episode debuted American Idol
to great numbers.  Huge numbers, actually.  However, once 
the U.S. viewing audience got a glimpse of it, Point Pleasant 
had nowhere to go but down - hard.

 It is not only unfathomable that humans could create 
something so utterly devoid of entertainment value, but also 
thoroughly mind-blowing that a major network like FOX 
would pay for it and dedicate an hour of prime-time to actu-
ally transmit the thing over its airwaves.

 I was extremely disappointed – in the writing, acting, 
sound editing, and just about everything but the catering.  It 
was very disheartening.   In theatre, if a play sucks at least 
you know there will be another one in a couple of months 
– and often in theatre the plays that don’t quite work are at 
least valiant in the chances they take.  A bad TV show is just 
another crappy product from the great American business ma-
chine.  Th e funny thing is, even during its lowest rated show 
about fi ve million people were watching Point Pleasant, which Point Pleasant, which Point Pleasant
is many times more viewers in one hour than watched every 
performance of every play I worked on at the Old Globe in 
the eight years I was there, combined.

 I try not to give statistics like that too much thought.  
After all, McDonald’s sells twenty million hamburgers a day 
— it doesn’t make them the best hamburgers in the world.  
Just the most convenient.

 Despite the enormous amount of energy we expended, 
many of my coworkers didn’t care that the show sucked.  It’s 
work, they said, who cares? And it is true, Point Pleasant put Point Pleasant put Point Pleasant
a lot of good, hard-working San Diego artisans to work for a 
good amount of time, and that means a lot to me.   But damn 
it, the quality of the product that I’m working my ass off  on 
seventy hours a week means a lot to me too.  Th at’s one of the 
reasons I stuck with the Old Globe for so long. As an artist, I 
need to be proud of what I do.  I don’t have to be, but I have 
a need to be.

 It didn’t take FOX long to fi gure out someone had made 
a big mistake.  Point Pleasant was canceled after eight episodes.  Point Pleasant was canceled after eight episodes.  Point Pleasant
I was sure we’d all be laid off  but, inexplicably, we continued 
to shoot the rest of the season anyway.  Th is meant that FOX

spent about 2.5 million dollars a week for two months to pro-
duce a show that would never see the light of day.  Th ere were 
many theories batted around as to why we kept going, most 
of them suggesting that certain contracts had been signed that 
somehow made it better for the investors if we completed 
the season.  I never heard what the truth was and, frankly, it 
didn’t matter.  By then I had subscribed whole-heartedly to 
the “work is work” philosophy.

 When Point Pleasant was fi nishing production I was Point Pleasant was fi nishing production I was Point Pleasant
asked to join the scenic crew of Veronica Mars for their second Veronica Mars for their second Veronica Mars
season.  I must admit I hesitated before I agreed; “Maybe I 
should just go back to theatre ...,” but really I knew I couldn’t 
turn down another season of making good money with ben-
efi ts – and catering.

 As I sit here writing this the second season of Veronica 
Mars has been wrapped for about a week.  One thing that’s Mars has been wrapped for about a week.  One thing that’s Mars
kind of cool about working on a TV show is that they all take 
a few months hiatus after their season is fi nished – that’s why 
TV series go into reruns during the summer.  It’s sort of like 
being a teacher and having the summers off .

 Can I still call myself an artist?  I think so, but it’s more 
of a stretch than ever now.  I had to go where the money is; the 
classic sell-out.  I’d love to go back to work in theatre during 
my time off , but I now make more money on unemployment 
than I would working full-time at the Old Globe again.

 Hunter S. Th ompson was right – the television busi-
ness is ugly. Art itself will always be a beautiful thing, though, 
and that most certainly includes scenic art.   So the Biz may 
be ugly, but that doesn’t mean I have to be.  Not as long as I 
can still look in the mirror, say “I’m an artist,” and convince 
myself it’s true.
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 Ken Scar is a scenic artist and writer in San Diego.  His 
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EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES

POTENTIAL LIABILITY PROBLEMS: 
Hiring Your Own Assistantstst

by Dr. Randall W.A. Davidson, 
Risk International & Associates, Inc. 

 Th e realities of liability are involved in every facet of the 
theater, and it seems each day brings new and very uncom-
fortable realities in the form of hidden exposures and ensuing 
liabilities to those who hire their own assistants, rather than 
leave the hiring to the theater in which they work. 

 Evaluating the talents, experience, and expertise of oth-
ers is a task that we all do at one time or another. When we 
seek an individual for a project, it is reasonable to want a per-
son that we can work with, usually someone we may know, 
who is reliable as well as professional. Th at’s all well and good, 
so far as it goes. But another major consideration is, or should 
be, the very real potential for liability, whether you are a tech-
nician, administrator, or director. 

 What exactly is liability? It is any legally enforced obliga-
tion. Liability comes into every action we take in the theater. 
It is involved in any job we have, any task we are assigned to, 
any assistance we may render in our work on a production; 
any design we develop, direction we give in a production, and 
so forth. Th ere are a myriad of ways in which our work in 
theatre either has inherent hazards or can create some type of 
hazard. 

 Th e fi nal decision in hiring an assistant often is left to 
you as the individual who knows best the type of person need-
ed to do the work. No one is arguing that you don’t have the 
moxie and the professional know-how to make that decision. 
But when you hire a person, you take on the responsibility 
and therefore the liability of an Employer. If you work for the 
theater as an employee, the fi nal hiring decision must, in my 
opinion, rest with the administration, for the many reasons 
discussed in this article. Th is protects you and lays out clearly 
the chain of authority for every job. It also saves you a great 
deal of trouble regarding taxes, worker’s compensation, and 
other complicated employer-related responsibilities 

THE EMPLOYER/EMPLOYEE RELATIONSHIP
 Th e Th eater as employer has the direct say in hiring you,

and with the risk management and insurance company, has
evaluated your abilities to fulfi ll this position safely and in 
compliance with applicable codes and standards. When you 
are hired, the employer is responsible to communicate to you 
all of the requirements of the job and their expectations of 
you: schedule, projects, wages, overtime, potential training 
required, etc.

 As an employee, you are subject to the rules, regula-
tions, and directives of the theater that has hired you. Once 
you sign a contract or agreement with the employer, you are 
legally subject to the conditions of the contract and the job 
description, which we trust you have carefully read and agreed 
to. What we have discovered over a period of fi fty years is that 
many theater people are not fully cognizant of all aspects of 
their work and their professional relationship with the em-
ployer. Too often in this business, the job description reads 
as if you are all things to all people. Th ese open-ended job 
descriptions could come back to haunt you: besides being the 
scenic designer, it turns out you are the health and safety per-
son, puppet teacher, etc. You need to always know what is 
required of you: don’t make assumptions, but get the down 
and dirty facts, so that you can sign the contract with a clear 
conscience.

 You have an obligation to know your skills and craft, as 
does the employer, and you should know the laws and ordi-
nances that fall within your type of work, and be able to apply 
them in the job for which you are hired. 

EMPLOYERS AND INSURANCE 
 Th e employer will (or should) insure you for the condi-
tions of your employment, and must also insure the liability 
of your work and that of the building, the equipment, etc. 
Th is is a professional business and must be conducted in that 
manner, no matter whether the job is large or small. Th ere is 
always liability involved in what you do, but you are insured 
against occurrences, providing you follow the applicable rules, 
directives and laws. You are being hired as a COMPETENT 
professional: one who is capable of identifying existing and 
potential conditions in the work environment that are un-
healthy, unsanitary, hazardous, or dangerous to yourself and 
to others. A person in such a position is authorized and in fact 
mandated to take prompt action to correct these conditions 
and their causes. It is up to you to ascertain what you have 
bought into and contracted for. Make sure it is deadly clear. 
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 We fi nd that too many insurance brokers and carriers 
do not fully comprehend the nature and extent of your work 
in the theater. It is not an 8 to 5 job. Th ere are also major 
health and safety considerations that they do not seem to take 
into account, such as the environment in which you work, 
the tasks you must carry out, and the extent to which these 
aff ect your health and safety. Work in theater is not mere arts 
and crafts, which in itself is pretty darn hazardous, as a rule. 
You use hundreds of chemicals, many of them toxic; you may 
or may not have training and knowledge of their hazards; the 
ventilation may not meet federal standards; the work environ-
ment may not be protected, etc. Th ere are literally hundreds 
of hazardous and life safety exposures that most insurance 
people do not have knowledge of. Th is is a major point of 
contention, and must always be clarifi ed, though this is not 
usually done. 

 You need to read and understand the conditions of the 
insurance that covers you in your position before you set one 
foot on the premises to begin work. Your obligations, and the 
employer’s, must be spelled out with great clarity. If an inci-
dent occurs on the job, you need to know exactly what the 
response is to be and the theater’s obligation to you. Leave no 
stone unturned, as they say. 

HIRING AN ASSISTANT
 If you, in your position as an employee with some au-
thority, are requested to evaluate and select an individual to 
be your assistant, and YOU make the decision to hire him or 
her, you share in the liability of that decision and the actions 
that may result from it.  Th ere are many factors which enter 
into hiring a person for a specifi c job and, and even though 
you may be the best person to know what is required for this 
position, the fi nal decision, in my opinion, must always rest 
with the employer.  Since the decision is theirs, they will bear 
and cover the liability in case of some untoward incident. If 
your assistant performs an act that raises the specter of liabil-
ity, or initiates the liability, the onus is on the one who hired 
that person. You are not directly liable if you did not hire the 
assistant. 

 Once you accept the burden of responsibility by hiring 
your own assistant, the liability kicks in big time, and you 
have the legal obligation to exercise due diligence. Th is is an 
ironclad rule in the professional world of theater, and indeed

in all industry. Perhaps you have not given this suffi  cient 
thought, but the fact is, you are now in the catbird’s seat, giv-
ing direction and supervision, and thus shouldering the li-
ability. You must fully comprehend the legal obligations of 
that choice. 

 Th ere are many incidents, injuries, and accidents in the 
theater industry. Many are not reported, but those that are 
reported tell us that we need to be more careful in every aspect 
of our work and its environment. Th ese incidents can be very 
expensive, medically, legally, and insurance–wise. If you ask 
your assistant to do something, and an incident, injury, fi re, 
or death occurs as a result, you bear responsibility.

 Th e extent of that responsibility is usually determined 
by a court of law or some judicial process. It is not a matter of 
shifting blame from one party to another, but rather of care-
fully delineating where the authority and responsibility lie. 
Th is is why there is insurance in this and every other industry. 
We expect others to be professional in the work they do, and 
unless you have taken the proper and legal steps, to the best 
of your ability, to assure that this will be the conduct of the 
assistant, then you are toying unnecessarily with liability.  

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS
Taxes. Any hiring decision involves tax considerations 

which the employer must keep track of. For an individual hir-
ing his own assistant, this is an added burden, and one that 
must be thought over carefully. Th e issue of whether the as-
sistant is hired as an Independent Contractor arises too often, 
and the line of tax responsibility must be exceedingly clear. My 
take on it is to let the theater take this responsibility, which is 
a considerable one.

Worker’s Compensation. Keep in mind there is also 
the Worker’s Compensation aspect that is involved in all hir-
ing. Th ere are fees that must be paid and depending upon the 
theatre’s record of incidents over a period of time, these can 
be a heavy burden. Once again, it is wise to leave this huge 
responsibility to the theater. You had better think twice before 
taking on this one. 

Wrongful termination. You should also consider the 
matter of wrongful termination. Suppose an individual you 
have hired is terminated for reasons that on the surface seem

EMPLOYMENT RESOURCES
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 to be justifi ed on the basis of some incident. If it turns out 
later that there is no justifi cation, either legally , or on the 
basis of evidence turned up by an investigation, then the pri-
mary and direct legal fault falls upon you for having initiated 
this process. Terminating a person for reasons which can’t be 
verifi ed or justifi ed can lead to some horrifi c moments in your 
legal life. Th ere are many cases that have been “raced-up” to 
a conclusion, resulting in wrongful termination, only to be 
reversed, in a long period of reexamination. Beware. 

Wrongful retention. Consider also wrongful retention 
of a person hired, especially by yourself, rather than the the-
ater entity, as your assistant. Perhaps not all of this person’s 
drawbacks were known to you when you hired him or her, 
as is often the case, but they became evident as time goes on. 
Nevertheless, you decided to keep this person on as your as-
sistant. Suppose some incident occurs. Once a person does 
something that raises the specter of liability, the onus is on 
the person who hired them. Th e ensuing close examination 
of their personal or work history, and of the incident in ques-
tion, may reveal that it might have been prudent to examine 
in greater detail the credentials of the person. Th e wrongful 
retention of this underqualifi ed or irresponsible person may 
become a liability for you.

 In the case of either wrongful termination or wrongful 
retention, the causes must be meticulously clarifi ed, and the 
evidence well laid-out. If not, both can come back to bite 
you rather viciously, and the liability in both situations can be 
staggering to both individuals and to their careers and lives. 

Medical insurance. Another major consideration is 
medical insurance. Once again, the risk management and 
insurance aspect is of considerable import here. In today’s 
world, with medical coverage being withdrawn willy-nilly all 
over the country, it would seem prudent to make sure you 
yourself are fully covered in your employment, and not take 
on the obligation of an employer to provide medical coverage 
for someone else. 

And furthermore… And fi nally, if all of this has not 
convinced you to let the theater take the responsibility of 
hiring your assistant rather than doing so yourself, you as an 
employer have to comply with the laws of the land, such as 
OSHA, that require professional training and evaluation of 
skills, competence, knowledge, etc. 

 And depending upon the position itself, and its envi-
rons, there may be other Federal and State mandates for pro-
tection, such as the Hazard Communication Act, that come 
into play and are major considerations in any job in the the-
ater, including teaching in any of the schools, K-12. 

 In summary, you must exercise extreme caution when 
opting for the right to hire someone you believe is qualifi ed, 
on your own authority. Th e ramifi cations of liability in today’s 
market are incredibly complex and can be severe. A very clear 
employment policy, signed off  on by management at the high-
est levels, is almost always a deterrent against hiring practices 
that might bring liability problems to both persons. Th e prop-
er authorization for hires, in my opinion, should come from 
the authority that has the jurisdiction (the owner, Depart-
ment Chair, etc.). You will save yourself an enormous amount 
of grief and by leaving the due diligence to the proper hiring 
authority. 
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